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Executive Summary 
This literature review is intended to contribute to efforts to raise awareness and 
conversations around sexual violence. It is focused on men’s sexual violence against 
adolescent and adult women.  
Risk factors 
Adopting an ecological model, we examine factors contributing to sexual violence at societal, 
community, relational and individual levels. 
At the societal level, we argue that prevention requires challenging what various authors 
have termed the “rape culture:” that is, a culture in which male dominance and female 
subservience are seen as the natural state of affairs. Men are assumed to be driven by 
strong sexual urges and to be the initiators of sexual activity. Women, on the other hand, are 
seen as being passive. For boys, achieving intercourse may be regarded as an important 
marker of becoming a “real” man. Being a “stud” is likely to be valued. For girls, social 
esteem may require, on the one hand, that they be sexually attractive. But on the other 
hand, the expression of sexual desire may earn them the label of “slut.” Through such 
mechanisms, a rape culture constructs sex as something which men “get” and women may 
“give” – but not too easily. It is a culture in which “no” may quite literally not mean “no.”  It is 
a culture in which women who cross imagined lines of chaste conduct are constructed as 
“asking for it.” It is a culture in which certain rape myths act to condone men’s sexual 
violence and to blame women for their victimisation.  At a societal level, prevention requires 
addressing the power inequalities between men and women, including economic inequality.   
For women of colour, the power relations of gender intersect with the power relations of 
racism. Taking a stand against sexual violence may be seen as disloyalty to  one’s race or 
cultural group. For Māori and Pacific women, gender power relations cannot be fully 
understood without factoring in colonisation. Colonisation introduced a patriarchal ideology, 
redefined the roles of women, and undermined certain cultural practices which were 
protective against rape. Prevention requires challenging imposed ideologies and revitalising 
protective cultural practices.  
Through the transmission of norms, community level-factors shape members’ beliefs and 
behaviour. Increasingly, norms are transmitted by the media, which often portray sexual 
violence in a way sympathetic to the perpetrator, and/or blaming of the victim. The increased 
availability of violent pornography via the internet is a risk factor, at least for some men. 
While sexual violence occurs across diverse communities, prevention requires 
understanding culture-specific protective factors which might be strengthened. It is important 
to recognise the influence of external pressures on communities such as racism, poverty and 
immigration. 
At the relational level, the key risk factor for sexual violence for women is (historical) 
childhood neglect, abuse and the witnessing of family violence. Similarly, experiencing family 
dysfunction, including abuse and neglect, are risk factors for sexual violence perpetration by 
men. Among men, the peer group can be important in perpetuating rape supportive beliefs. 
Interventions targeting relevant peer groups may be a promising strategy.  
At the individual level, men who hold rape-supportive beliefs are more likely to commit 
sexual violence than other men. Most rapists have committed or attempted a sexual assault 
before. For women, the single most important risk-factor is their partner or another man 
known to them, particularly partners who are physically violent. In contrast, the stranger 
rapist is relatively uncommon. Women who have been a victim of a sexual assault have an 
increased risk of further assault. Women with disabilities face a greatly elevated risk. 
Prevention efforts must pay particular attention to this group.  
Prevention efforts 
Most of the prevention initiatives which have been evaluated have been implemented in US 
universities and may have limited applicability here. They do suggest, however, that it is 
possible to change rape-supportive attitudes and to enhance empathy for victims through 
education programmes. However, some education has been counter-productive. For 
example, some attempts to build victim empathy have actually strengthened victim-blaming 
beliefs. Similarly, some education programmes have merely served to reinforce stereotypical 
beliefs about men as sexually aggressive and women as passive. Rape avoidance 
programmes for women are particularly problematic because they place the burden of 
prevention on women. Self-defence classes for women hold promise; communication, 
assertiveness and limit-setting classes do not. Sex education for young people can be 
problematic due to its focus on biology and danger, to the neglect of realities such as 
pleasure, relationships and peer pressure. Discussions of consent can be useful where the 
influence of traditional gender roles is discussed and critically examined. 
The best results are likely to arise from a multi-level approach to prevention. 
At the individual level, the aim is to strengthen individual knowledge and skills. Education 
leading to reduced rape-myth acceptance is advised, as well as programmes which 
recognise participants’ potential role as bystanders. Education for young people should 
discuss sexuality and the negotiation of ethical sexual relationships. While schools should be 
considered as an avenue for such education, other youth ‘groups’ should be considered as 
well to avoid missing those young people who truant and/or leave school early. Education 
should also address homophobia. 
At the community level, the aim is to promote community ownership of the issue. Initiatives 
need to be matched with the level of readiness of the specific community. Educating 
providers such as midwives, migrant support services and police will be useful.  
Social change is likely to be enhanced by building coalitions and networks, for example 
between rape crisis groups, women’s refuges and professional organisations. Mobilising 
men to make a stand against sexual violence is likely to be important.  
Organisational practices can be a target of prevention efforts; for example, work place 
sexual harassment policies. Working with media organisations to improve media treatment 
of sexual violence may be useful. Churches and other community organisations ought to be 
involved. Finally, prevention should also address policies and legislation. Examples 
include policy regarding sex education, the availability of pornography and addressing 
women’s economic disadvantage. Social and economic development initiatives which 
enhance a community’s ability to protect women and girls and to ensure rangatahi develop 
healthy attitudes and behaviours may also be expected to reduce sexual violence. 
In summary, sexual violence has causal roots in broad, societal phenomena, in community 
dynamics, in relationships and in individual characteristics, histories and behaviours. 
Prevention efforts can only hope to be effective if they work synergistically to address these 

















































Definitions and focus 
In this review, we take as our starting point the World Health Organisation’s definition 
of sexual violence, namely,  
any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or 
advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality 
using coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any 
setting, including but not limited to home and work (Jewkes, Sen, & Garcia-
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1 This included “Forced sexual intercourse,” “Attempted forced sexual intercourse,” “Distressing sexual 
touching” and “Other sexual violence.” 
2 But excluding the 111 women who had never had a partner and 3 for whom information on partner 
status was missing, the following statistics were calculated on a sample of 2,674 women.  
3 In this study, sexual violence was defined as “being physically forced to have sexual intercourse when the 
woman did not want to (and/or) having sexual intercourse because she was afraid of what her partner 
might do (and/)or being forced to do something sexual that she found degrading or humiliating” (Fanslow 
& Robinson, 2004, p. 1174). 
Types of sexual violence 
(from Asian & Pacific Islander Institute on 
Domestic Violence, 2008) 
Excessive restrictions designed to 
control women’s sexuality; grave threats 
about sexual activity; being blamed for 
rape, incest or coerced sex; being forced 
to marry their rapist; kept in ignorance 
about sex, sexual health and anatomy; 
and denied a different sexual orientation.  
Young women can be victims of 
trafficking: as mail order brides, sex 
workers, or indentured workers.  
Women face sexual harassment not only 
from co-workers but from family 
members, community leaders, 
clergymen, etc.  
Forced marriages [not to be confused 
with arranged marriages] can 
exacerbate sexual abuse.  
Marital rape; extreme sexual neglect; 
being forced to watch and imitate 
pornography; and being forced into 
unprotected sex can result in sexually 
transmitted diseases, including AIDS.  
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4 The Crimes Amendment Act (no 3), 1985, repealed s.128 of the original (1961) Act which, at s.128(3) 
specifically excluded prosecution of a husband for rape of his wife unless the couple had divorced or there 
was a separation order in place.  
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Those who first wrote about Māori society at the time of early contact between 
Māori and European were not Māori, neither were they female. Consequently, 
Māori women were either ignored or portrayed as wanton, amoral and 
undisciplined creatures. Māori society was portrayed as a hierarchy based on 
gender, and by being left out of the accounts, Māori women were portrayed as 










Faced with the irrefutable expression of female sexual power that Hine-nui-i-te-po 
posed, the redefiners of Māori cosmology recast her as evil and destructive. This 
fitted nicely with biblical notions of women being responsible for sin. The negative 
connotations that men attached to the female sexual organs were also entirely 
consistent with Old Testament notions of women being unclean because of 
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You never had your marriage by yourself. It was family marrying family. Women 
were valued: you couldn’t just whack her and get away with it because it was an 
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As summarised by Hird & Jackson, 
2001, p.40 
1. Masculinity and femininity 
are defined a priori as 
antithetical to each other. 
2. Male sexual desire is 
established as active, 
constant and satiated only by 
coitus. 
3. Young men must be vigilant 
in establishing and 
maintaining their distinction 
from homosexuals, mainly 
accomplished by the pursuit 
of women. 
4. Young women’s desire is 
defined by its absence. 
5. Young women’s sexuality is 
framed by the 
accommodation of male 
desire. 
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Any healthy woman can successfully resist a 
rapist if she really wants to. 
When women go around braless or wearing 
short skirts and tight tops, they are just asking for 
trouble. 
In the majority of rapes, the victim is 
promiscuous or has a bad reputation. 
If a girl engages in necking or petting and she 
lets things get out of hand, it is her own fault if 
her partner forces sex on her. 
Women who get raped while hitchhiking get what 
they deserve. 
A woman who is stuck-up and thinks she is too 
good to talk to guys on the street deserves to be 
taught a lesson. 
Many women have an unconscious wish to be 
raped and may then unconsciously set up a 
situation in which they are likely to be attacked. 
If a woman gets drunk at a party and has 
intercourse with a man she’s just met there, she 
should be considered ‘‘fair game’’ to other males 
at the party who want to have sex with her too, 
whether she wants to or not. 
What percentage of women who report a rape 
would you say are lying because they are angry 
and want to get back at the man they accuse? 
What percentage of reported rapes would you 
guess were merely invented by women who 
discovered they were pregnant and wanted to 
protect their own reputation? 
A person comes to you and claims they were 
raped. How likely would you be to believe their 
statement if the person were 
• your best friend? 
• an Indian woman? 
• a neighborhood woman? 
• a young boy? 
• a Black woman? 
• a White woman? 
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Violence against women is a universal problem; the cultural expressions of the 
violence differ. Drawing attention to gender violence in particular cultures is risky 
because the nuances of cultural differences are hard to convey and can serve to 
confirm stereotypes. Culture is not the sum of tenaciously maintained traditions, 
but the intersection of dynamic forces that include social and political histories, 
practices and ideologies that are defined and re-defined by a plethora of its 
members and institutions. Women and children resist gender violence in the ways 
and spaces available to them, expressing agency (self-determination) through 
covert or overt strategies. These struggles occur in the contexts of additional 
structural oppressions, be they racism, anti-immigrant sentiments, homophobia, 
























When ‘culture’ is used by our communities to explain and justify violence against 
women these claims are mostly based on frozen, male-defined ideas of culture. 
Cultural freeze refers to how traditions become tenaciously maintained, allowing in 
little change – the culture of the home country becomes frozen in time, making for 
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Table 1: Components of a (US) “standard” sexual violence prevention programme 
Component Rationale Evaluation  
Rape myths and rape 




These may encourage 
perpetrators, discourage 
reporting and make others 
unsupportive of victims. 
Most common component of programmes. 
Programmes can change attitudes and beliefs but 
the effects may not last. 
Victim empathy  
(usually addresses effects 
of rape)  
 
Men who understand the impact 
of rape will never inflict it on 
others. 
Potential perpetrators unlikely to be influenced but 
may be useful in making men less victim-blaming. 
Some efforts to improve victim empathy among 
men can be counterproductive.  
Negative consequences 
for perpetrators 
(particularly on their 
relationships) 
 
Men less likely to be sexually 
aggressive if they understand the 
cost to them. 
Relatively few programmes include this but it may 
be an important component of mobilising men 
against sexual violence. 






Accurate information enables 
women to take protective action. 
Knowledge on legal definition of 
consent may act as a restraint on 
men. Knowledge may improve 
support given to victims. 
Participants do become more knowledgeable but 
little evidence that attitudes or behaviour change. 
High-risk situations  
(e.g. alcohol, drug rape, 
date rape) 
Help women avoid dangerous 
situations. 
May be victim blaming. May be counter productive 
if men learn how “normal” rape is and how to 
accomplish it. 
Self defence strategies  
 
Women will be able to resist 
attacks and will feel more 
confident. 
Some evidence of reduced victimisation but this 
strategy can be victim-blaming. 
Communication, 
assertiveness, and limit 
setting 
Men may misunderstand cues 
women give them. 
No evidence of effectiveness. Can be victim 
blaming. Men probably do understand non-
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Programmes that teach rape avoidance by focusing on refusal skills… reinforce 
women as passive non-sexual reluctant subjects with men the assertive sexual 



















When young people receive the message from school that sexual activity is 
predominantly about danger, guilt and risk while elsewhere it is promoted as 
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involving fun, pleasure and power, sexuality education’s warnings can appear 


























The idea that knowledge learned in sexuality education should be translated into 
practice without hiccups presumes a youthful subject who does what they are told. 
This construction denies young people as actively desiring sexual subjects who 
may be more motivated by physical or emotional concerns than the fear of sexually 
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Cam: I reckon it’s… I reckon it’s equal it’s like we decide equally, like when and 
how often and how. 
Chris: Yeah, see the decision, yeah, it’s not just decisions about sexual activity we 
make together it’s like everything. Cause there is no one in charge here (Allen, 
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Leaving out the sensual body in sexuality education and only portraying a de-
eroticised and medical physiology denies young people information about an 
essential component of sexuality. Including information in sexuality education 
about the potential pleasures of embodied sexual experience should be young 
people’s right. Without this information about what feels pleasurable and what 
doesn’t, young people, and especially young women, have minimal knowledge 
















Table 2: The Spectrum of Prevention 
(From R. Davis, Parks, & Cohen, 2006, p. 7) 
 Level Definition 
1. Strengthening individual knowledge 
and skills 
Enhancing an individual’s capability of preventing 
violence and promoting safety. 
2. Promoting community education Reaching groups of people with information and 
resources to prevent violence and promote safety. 
3. Educating providers Informing providers who will transmit skills and 
knowledge to others and model positive norms. 
4. Fostering coalitions and networks Bringing together groups and individuals for broader 
goals and greater impact. 
5. Changing organizational practices Adopting regulations and shaping norms to prevent 
violence and improve safety. 
6. Influencing policies and legislation Enacting laws and policies that support healthy 
community norms and a violence-free society 
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If whānau violence interventions continue to be delivered from a Pakeha 
conceptual and practice framework that isolates, criminalises and pathologises 







































(from Edwards et al., 2000) 
1. No awareness 
2. Denial 
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Māori communities are diverse and hold greatly varying views on sexuality and the 
ways that these are portrayed in our social, cultural and spiritual values. What 
Māori do have in common is our desire to protect our taitamariki and to protect and 
nurture our future generations. Families must be supported to talk to their children 
and taitamariki about relationships and sexuality in ways that are appropriate for 
their cultural and social beliefs. To address these personal health issues, whānau 
need to have increased access to appropriate, quality information, resources and 
parenting support. Through strengthening Māori communities and whānau with 
accurate information that is culturally acceptable and exploring societal values in 
regard to sexuality we will look toward an increased understanding of sexuality and 
sexual behaviour for all taitamariki. All community development must have a Māori 
philosophical base, with strong participation by taitamariki to enable them to find 
solutions, which are self-determining. Strengthening Māori communities requires a 
commitment to economic development and policies and programmes to reduce 
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5 For example, this is what happened to the Men Against Rape group that existed in Hamilton in 1983–
1985. (The first author was a member.) 
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6. Appendix: A sample of web resources 
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United Methodist Church, Commission on the Status and Role of Women 
(http://www.umsexualethics.org/) 
Resources on sexual ethics, including what to do if abused. 
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